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Have you ever wondered how someone skilled in their chosen profession can make complex activities look so simple? Have you witnessed practice that is so effective and effortless, it makes you believe that the exponent is blessed with a natural gift for their 
work? It’s easy to be seduced into thinking that such displays 
are beyond us and simply emerge from luck or random talent, 
but hidden behind each display of expertise can lie a tale of 
dedication, commitment and years of hard work. 
Recently, I gave a lecture on what I described as ‘kung fu 
counselling’ at the annual student conference at Leeds Beckett 
University, introducing the concept as a way of exploring how 
we understand competency and integration in our work. As a 
long-time student of the martial arts, I felt that the term kung 
fu offered an appropriate metaphor from which to reconsider 
both the learning journey we all undertake in developing our 
practice, and how we view expertise in our skills. 
What on earth do martial arts have to do with professional 
counselling? Taken at face value, not a lot. The disciplines of 
kung fu and counselling have no apparent connections and 
appear to be completely separate. They are characterised by 
widely different goals, intentions and required skill sets, and 
very different methods of training. It could be reasonably 
suggested that discussing the terms together makes little 
initial sense, if it were not for the fact that kung fu means 
something quite different to what many people believe. 
Surprisingly, understanding the accurate translation of the 
concept has had a dramatic impact on how I made sense 
of some of the more confusing issues I had in the world of 
counselling, and allowed me to develop a deeper appreciation 
of how integration has occurred in my work. 
Understanding the term
You might be surprised to hear that the correct definition of 
the term kung fu isn’t related to fighting at all and translates 
into something quite different. kung fu is made up of two 
characters in Chinese: the first, kung, means skilful work, hard 
training or endeavour. The second, fu, means time spent. The 
two together mean time spent at skilful or hard training, and, 
when describing an activity, they translate more closely as the 
demonstration of excellence (or proficiency) through time 
spent in hard work.1 The idea is that through consistent and 
dedicated practice, one can develop a fluency or intuitive 
expertise in a chosen activity. This expert quality may very 
well be visible in the martial arts, but it can also be present in 
a great many other pursuits too. So, while kung fu may have 
been widely adopted as the name for Chinese martial arts, 
its true meaning has a far broader application.  
Dancers may have good kung fu, with their disciplined 
grace and ability to communicate emotion through movement. 
Musicians can have good kung fu, where mastery of their 
instruments can result in the production of music, as if by 
magic. Chefs may have good kung fu in their produce handling 
and sense of timing, to create innovative, delicate and delicious 
flavours. In fact, anyone who has developed a level of skill in his 
or her chosen profession could be said to have good kung fu. 
The kung fu quality of an activity essentially breaks down 
into two things: dedicated effort in one’s chosen discipline and 
what would be considered the eventual mastery of it. For many 
martial artists, pursuing their chosen discipline often avoids 
the unpleasant realities of physical contest with mastery of 
one’s own body and the development of purposeful, instinctive 
reactions becoming the goal. The ‘art’ in martial art can 
become far more compelling an interest than its combat 
origins, and in some practices (t’ai chi, for example) the martial 
history of the practice has faded into the background, in favour 
of a more health-promoting endeavour. For many martial 
artists, regardless of their discipline, satisfaction is found in 
the development of their expertise and, through continued 
effort, learning and insight, the ultimate development of their 
character. In light of this reconsidered interpretation of the 
term, discussing the kung fu found in counselling becomes 
less absurd an idea. 
Kung fu, counselling and comparison
My first awareness of the link between therapy and kung fu 
came by noticing the characteristics they shared in common 
in the more conventional sense. Both counselling and martial 
arts share traditions where distinct philosophies of practice 
define and segregate practitioners. They both have a range of 
specific vocabularies and geographical locations linked to the 
historical development of different models of practice. Within 
both, there are the founders of styles of practice whose 
importance can reach almost mythical status among some 
sections of their followers.
They also share within them the very human tendency to 
seek recognition of the validity of one’s chosen approach, and I 
have discovered that the inclination to seek legitimacy through 
educational lineage could be found equally in the martial arts 
and counselling worlds during the time I have spent in both. 
Defining competency via model comparison has led to an 
unfortunate history of tribal rivalries with ‘my way is better 
than your way’ the central theme of not only countless 
kung fu movies but also the best practice arguments that have 
characterised the evolution of counselling practice over the last 
100 years. 
However, this ‘which style is best?’ argument has been 
strongly criticised as an appropriate method of concluding the 
best practice debate in the counselling professions, with recent 
studies revealing that the model used is far less important a 
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factor than an effective therapeutic relationship, in achieving 
therapeutic success.2,3 Consequently, this interest in the 
importance of relationship building has led to closer attention 
being paid to the individual qualities each practitioner brings 
to their work. Attention has shifted from comparing models 
of practice, to understanding how the individual therapist’s 
unique qualities make the client-counsellor relationship 
effective.4 The wider acceptance of this personal dimension 
is reflected in the growing number of practitioners who identify 
themselves as integrative,5 and in how professional body 
accreditation in counselling and psychotherapy has adapted 
to require applicants to define their practice philosophy in a 
consistent and coherent fashion, rather than declare a chosen 
model as evidence of their ability. So, no matter what model 
has been adopted, or how practice is conceived, the 
responsibility for developing the relationship needed for 
successful therapy falls primarily to the individual, as does 
the effectiveness of the qualities that can be brought to bear 
to achieve this.
Integration and intuition
I found that I couldn’t consider the personal qualities required 
for relationship building without re-evaluating the role 
integration played in practice development too. Believing that 
we draw on a number of different resources in our client work, 
I came to regard established ideas, such as eclecticism and 
theoretical integration, as only scratching the surface of how 
integration might occur in what seemed to me a more complex 
process. In discovering ‘assimilative integration’,6 I found a 
theory that suggested that the development of practice 
philosophy involved the integration of a primary core model, 
with compatible elements from other models incorporated 
together into a practice framework. However, it struck me that 
the notion of assimilation could offer a more comprehensive 
explanation for how we integrate, as I felt the potential was 
there within the concept for all absorbed experience to 
influence practice, not just aspects of theory. This can include 
training, reading, personal development and practice, but can 
also be heavily influenced by our wide and varied life 
experiences.4 
I could now see a rationale for how all of our learning 
could impact on intuition – and therefore validate it. I could 
see how training and experience could shape awareness and 
subsequently be expressed as spontaneous responses within 
the therapeutic relationship. When I had used my own intuition 
in practice, I hadn’t ever believed that I was acting 
irresponsibly or without discipline, but rather that I was being 
guided by a personal wisdom founded from years of learning 
to offer an effective therapeutic presence in the counsellor-
client relationship. I came to believe that this is what it meant 
to truly integrate – allowing everything I had learned and 
practised to guide my intuitive responses with a client. 
Finding the right kung fu in counselling
So, is this where the kung fu in counselling is found? Operating 
from personal intuition has long been regarded as a top-tier 
skill and a demonstration of expertise.7 Primarily, this takes 
the form of accurate reflections of client material and the 
willingness to take risks and respond congruently within the 
relationship, in a supportive but honest way. This use of self 
inevitably involves careful accessing of one’s own frame of 
reference to offer observations while remaining disciplined in 
focusing on the client’s perspective. This is not easy or without 
risk. It demands awareness from the practitioner – of both the 
client’s apparent processing and of their own reactions and 
responses to what is communicated. The ability to sensitively 
articulate what is thought to be pertinent at the point of 
meeting with your client, demands a high degree of skill, 
but is considered vital as an effective method of encouraging 
relational depth and positive therapeutic outcomes.8 
Kung fu isn’t just about intuitive responding; it’s also about 
proficiency. So, if I were to seek out the kung fu qualities in 
counselling, I would directly refer to those practice responses 
that emerge from intuition but are accurate and successfully 
received by the client. This intuitive responding will often occur 
without apparent conscious thought and feel more like an 
instinctual response, rather than a deliberate or planned 
intervention. Observations will be succinctly delivered but will 
be accurate and relevant to the client’s experience, and they 
will deepen the relationship and further the work. Trying to 
understand the origins of these intuitive reactions can be 
frustrating, as they are difficult to deconstruct when examined; 
and despite being elusive, unplanned and unconsidered, are so 
often representative of the key moments in the work. 
Working this way has been described as a ‘distillation’ 
of practitioner resources,4 or the use of a ‘non-conscious 
intellect’.9 It is something considered beyond the capabilities 
of trainees or novice practitioners – mainly because it requires 
years of hard work, study, and, most importantly, practice, to 
become possible.10 While intuition will be used to varying 
degrees by practitioners at every level, the idea of relying upon 
intuition to make effective practice decisions makes more 
sense for the experienced practitioner, who has the assimilated 
resources to draw upon instinctively. Despite the best of 
intentions, to trust in intuitive practice without the sufficient 
foundation, would raise the likelihood that the contributions 
could be inaccurate, which might risk endangering the 
relationship and increase the potential for harm to the client. 
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Your thoughts please
If you have any responses to the issues raised in this article, 
please write a letter or respond with an article of your own. 
privatepractice.editorial@bacp.co.uk
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In the end, the real kung fu in counselling is in reaching 
a point where it is possible to readily allow spontaneously 
occurring responses into the work, because there is confidence 
they will be of value. The competence in every practitioner is, 
in part, a product of the amount of continued effort, reflection 
and dedicated practice they have undertaken. But expert 
action comes from working hard enough and long enough to 
be able to respond without conscious thought – yet still do the 
right thing, in the right way, at the right time. This is where 
individual expression is visible in effective practice; and rather 
than being seen as the implementation of a model, the work 
can be considered an effective use of self. Perhaps it is here, 
when practising becomes its own form of art, where kung fu 
counselling can truly be found. 
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